Livingstone's trips to Africa were ostensibly to convert the Africans to Christianity. He was well prepared. He had been trained as a physician and then as a minister. His journeys are therefore missionary journeys in the biblical sense of Paul the Apostle. Livingstone first went to Africa working for the London Missionary Society, from 1840 to 1856. Between 1858 and 1864, he headed a government expeditionary mission to the Zambezi River. Between 1865 and 1873, he worked for the Royal Geographical Society. Throughout these trips, he learned much from intimate contacts with the Africans and made observations about the environment. It is from these observations, set down in notes, diaries, and books, and from other people's writings about Livingstone's travels in Africa, that Rijpma makes the case that the common notion that precolonial African had been rife with poverty and diseases is a myth.
For students of African history and economic development, the insights that Rijpma brings to light are fascinating and refreshing but also disappointing. They are fascinating because they reveal some truths about Africa that many people today will find difficult to accept, what with the frequent famines and diseases, the wars and poverty, and the stagnation of African economies compared with other developing countries. Rijpma concludes that precolonial Africa was in harmony with its environment, could feed itself, did not suffer any more diseases than other regions, had doctors who for the most part knew what they were doing, and had societies that were not warmongering. The book is refreshing because it is comprehensive, detailed, and authoritative in debunking what are in essence myths about a continent that some outsiders, particularly the colonizing Europeans, knew little about and did not care to know. Finally, it is disappointing because today most of Africa is actually mired in poverty, wars, and conflicts of intense and long duration, and Africa appears to have forgotten what it used to be. If the continent had no more diseases, wars, famines, and malnutrition than others, then what is it that now sets it back so much further than other continents?
The preponderance of evidence from Livingstone's books, diaries, and letters, suggests that before the continent was partitioned and colonized, the people had found ways to live harmoniously and in balance with their environment, practicing agriculture and medicine, using methods that were suitable to the environment, and ensuring the provision of adequate nutrition and health care. In fact, contrary to Douville's 1832 observation about la stupide ignorance de ses médecins (African doctors), Livingstone observed that some of the "esteemed remedies were known to the savages" before Europe had learned about them. Further, Livingstone observed that some of the illnesses he saw in Europe, or about which he had learned, were often nonexistent in tropical Africa. This is not to say that illnesses were absent in Africa. Malaria was present, and so were others (like intestinal disorders), but all the same, he was struck by the number of healthy people he met. His writings contain frequent references to the fertile land and the abundant food supply and game. Given that he was just as biased as many Europeans africaTODAY 63(3) during his time, believing in his superiority over Africans in everything, that is credible testimony.
It appears that statements to the effect that "starvation is a constant possibility, if not an actual menace" and that precolonial Africa did not produce enough-observations made during the colonial period, when the African societies had been disrupted, and then applied retroactively to precolonial Africa without further evidence-are misleading or false. Indeed, Livingstone saw the markedly different conditions in the colonized territories (Portuguese) and the noncolonized ones; he saw how the colonized areas suffered, compared to areas that had not been colonized.
Africans not only practiced innovative agriculture (mixing crops, transplanting crops, allowing land to lie fallow, pollarding so that tree stumps prevented soil erosion), but specialized in production and engaged in trade over extensive areas, exchanging food, clothing, fish, and iron goods among themselves in marketplaces. Rijpma suggests that what goes for the narrative on precolonial tropical Africa is a myth: there is little evidence to suggest that the continent was rife with wars, poverty, famine, and malnutrition. He concludes that these are, rather, the results of disruptions wrought by colonization. For example, when taxes imposed by colonial administrators had to be paid in cash, men had to produce cash crops, and not food, to obtain the cash to pay the taxes. The child malnutrition that came with colonization, Rijpma argues, is the result of weaning children too soon from their mothers' milk and the inadequacy of substitutes. In precolonial times, the long period of breast feeding was a natural birth control, leading to proper spacing of pregnancies and healthy growth.
An interesting analysis in the book is the one on the rapid population growth in Africa and the concomitant poverty that afflicts Africa. Rijpma argues that precolonial Africa had reached the third stage of demographic transition, characterized by low birth and low death rates, and thus low population growth. He argues that colonization sent Africa back to phase two: high birth and low death rates, and thus high population growth rates. In effect, precolonial Africa had already gone through phases one and two, and was in phase three, where growth, production, and reproduction were in balance. The Africa that Livingstone discovered before colonization had taken its toll produced children who were not malnourished because they were breast-fed until well past age two, during which time there was also sexual abstinence and thus proper birth spacing and low fertility. Livingston's precolonial Africa had people who were healthy and had limited sicknesses.
The question one wishes to ask after perusing the book is this: why don't development economists recommend the precolonial practices? The answer is not as easy as one would like. Simply put, once a society is disrupted, it takes a long time to get back to where it was, and if in the intervening period a new paradigm has been put in place, people will have forgotten about the old paradigm, and adherents and beneficiaries of the new paradigm will resist going back to what is now old. Of course, they sometimes will have forgotten, too. Just for the sake of argument, what path would Africa have taken, and would it have grown in every respect if its path had not been disrupted? The answer is undoubtedly yes. The fact that big, rich, powerful, and wellorganized empires like Ghana (circa seventh century to thirteenth century), Mali, Songhai, Nubia, Ethiopia (Axum as early as a.d. 100), Asante, Benin, and others existed in precolonial times suggests they were capable of doing anything. These empires traded with their neighbors in salt and gold, in kola nuts, and in many other items. One only has to recall what is even now considered the extravagant journey of Mansa Musa to Mecca in 1324. It does not take any imagination at all to think that newer empires would have arisen and would have been even more powerful. One could argue this from Africa's own precolonial past and from more recent examples, like Italy and Germany, which until the nineteenth century were mere geographical expressions and warred among themselves.
Ultimately, Africa will thrive if its countries can become economically independent by adopting what works best for them: practices long neglected in favor of imported colonial ones-practices such as long periods of breast feeding, traditional farming practices that do not harm the soil, producing food crops for consumption and not always cash crops for export, and breaking down the artificial borders set by colonials so that countries can trade easily with each other. Africa needs to stop denigrating its past and go back to take up the practices that worked. This is a book that I would strongly recommend for use by economic development students as well as general readers, who are interested in reading about David Livingstone's expeditions, as well as readers interested in knowing more about the removal of misconceptions about precolonial Africa. Never Look an American in the Eye is Nigerian-born Okey Ndibe's hilarious but penetrating and, as some critics have concluded, charming memoir, which details aspects of his life and times in America. In it, he provides information on substantive relationships that he has had with some of Africa's leading writers, including Chinua Achebe, who passed away a couple of years ago; Wole Soyinka, the first black Nobel laureate in literature and a distinguished author and playwright; Kenyan-born Ngugi wa Thiong'o, a distinguished professor; and Ghana-born Kofi Awoonor, a well-known diplomat,
